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RAISING THE BAR
AJ’S ULTRA LOUNGE
AJ of AJ’s Liquor and 
Market has embarked on a 
new business venture. Old 
customers or new, he’s hoping 
AJ’s Ultra Lounge will have 
something for everyone.
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It was October, and 
Mark Nelson was making 
a beer run. The senior in 
agricultural studies walked 
out of his house, across 
the street and into AJ’s 
Liquor, just as he had done 
numerous times since 
turning 21. As he opened 
the door, he heard the 
familiar ringing of the bells 
above his head before the 
door swung shut.
“Hey, dude,” said 
storeowner Ajit Singh, also 
known by his Americanized 
name, “Ben,” or his 
nickname, “AJ.”
“Hey, Ben,” Nelson replied.
While Nelson browsed 
the beer aisle, AJ’s 3‑year‑
old daughter Natalia 
ran around the store. AJ 
instructed her to run down 
to her mother at the grocery 
store while he rang up 
Nelson’s purchase. “She’s 
really cute, Ben,” Nelson 
said. “You should be proud!”
AJ responded, “I am 
proud. That’s why I work as 
many hours as I do, so that 
my kids can have a good life 
and go to school.”
There are times when 
living right across the 
street from AJ’s Liquor 
Store is “too convenient,” 
says Nelson lightheartedly. 
He and his roommates,
Zach Bartlett, senior 
in biological systems 
engineering, and Casey 
Rankin, senior in agricultural 
business, are three of AJ’s 
most loyal customers.
In fact, they were in 
Ames a week before school 
started, in and out of the 
store every day. After classes 
started, Nelson was busy 
with schoolwork and hadn’t 
been in for about four days. 
The next time he came in, 
the cashier joked, “I was 
beginning to worry about 
you. I checked the Story 
County roster to see where 
you’d been!”
The three seniors 
have developed a close 
relationship with not 
only AJ but his family and 
his employees.
So when AJ told them 
he was opening a bar in 
Campustown, he had their 
immediate support.
“He told us before he 
even bought the building 
that this was in the works, 
and we were all excited,” 
Nelson said. “We were there 
right as the doors opened on 
opening night.”
Located at 2518 Lincoln 
Way, AJ’s Ultra Lounge is 
the same space that once 
occupied bars like Capone’s, 
Club Blow and Five 1 Fifth. 
When Five 1 Fifth closed 
and the building became 
empty once again, AJ and his 
wife and business 
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add a new venture to their 
preexisting businesses, AJ’s 
Liquor 1 in West Ames and 
AJ’s Market and AJ’s Liquor 
2 in Campustown. 
“My customers asked me 
for two and a half years to 
open a bar in Campustown. 
Then the opportunity came, 
so I did,” AJ says.
AJ is the first to admit 
that he doesn’t have much 
experience with running a 
bar. He has never been to a 
bar in Campustown except 
his own, but AJ has a lot of 
experience in business. A 
native of Punjab, India, AJ 
came to America in 1996 
to help his family with a 
restaurant business in Iowa 
City. He worked in Iowa 
City until 2007, when he 
moved to Ames to help 
with India Palace. In 2008, 
he opened AJ’s Market, 
then AJ’s Liquor 1, in 2010, 
and AJ’s Liquor 2, in 2011. 
Through these businesses, 
he and his wife have built a 
solid customer base that has 
carried over from the liquor 
stores and market to the bar.
“AJ’s Liquor is the only 
place we go,” Nelson said. 
“We don’t buy from anyone 
else in Ames. We like the 
personal aspect, and it’s the 
same with the bar.”
This “personal aspect” is 
what AJ hopes will separate 
his bar from his neighbors 
on Lincoln Way and Welch 
Avenue. He wants his bar’s 
atmosphere to be versatile 
enough for customers to 
bring family members, a date 
or just grab a drink with 
friends, and he’s utilizing 
the floor plan to achieve that 
versatility. While the main 
room of the bar features a 
dance floor with music, the 
back room has no music 
so that couples or family 
members can escape to relax 
and chat. 
Both rooms are equipped 
with a bar, and there are 
areas in both rooms for 
hanging out. Because of the 
cowboy silhouette above the 
bar and the western décor, 
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“I JUST WANT TO 
LET THE PEOPLE KNOW 
I’M HERE. I’M HERE 
FOR THEM, AND WE’RE 
OPEN TO LISTEN TO 
ANYBODY THAT COMES 
THROUGH OUR DOOR.”
‑AJ Singh
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From left, Mark Nelson (21), Zach Bartlett (22), Ryan Ruzicka (21), Ethan Schuver 
(22), Randy Schroeder (22), at AJ’s Ultra Lounge on Nov. 15. The group says they 
often start out Mug Nights there.
some of AJ’s customers 
have nicknamed the back 
room the “Redneck Room.” 
This choice of theme wasn’t 
an accident; AJ wanted to 
be sure that his bar would 
appeal to all types of people.
“It’s not a cliquey bar,” 
Nelson says. “There are 
certain bars that you see 
the same people there over 
and over again, whereas this 
one, there’s a wide range of 
people. Some nights there 
will be a bunch of cowboy 
boots, and other nights there 
will be a bunch of city‑type 
people. There, everybody can 
go and get along.”
AJ says he hopes to have 
concerts once a month in the 
future, and he’s particularly 
interested in featuring bands 
from different countries. 
“I’m not from around here, 
so people know right away 
that this bar is for everybody. 
It’s universal.”
“I just want to let the 
people know I’m here. I’m 
here for them, and we’re 
open to listen to anybody 
that comes through our door. 
I’ll take recommendations, 
anything they want me to 
do, I’ll try to do my best. We 
respect whoever comes.”
Right now, balancing 
his family life with his work 
life is difficult for AJ. In 
his experience of opening 
businesses, he says it takes 
about a month and a half 
to get everything sorted. 
Before that point, he spends 
a vast majority of his time 
working and very little time 
at home, often putting in 
19‑hour days.
It helps that Andrea is 
his business partner. She 
takes care of 90 percent of 
the business at AJ’s Liquor 
1, and she works mornings 
at the grocery store. He has 
three children, Christian, 12, 
Bryan, 10, and Natalia, 3, and 
they can sometimes be seen 
hanging out at the market.
AJ’s family, employees 
and customers are his top 
priorities. To him, it’s the 
relationships that really 
matter, and he’s constantly 
working to build on them, 
frequently hollering friendly 
nicknames for customers as 
they walk in the door. “Hi 
dear, how are you?” “How’s it 
going, bro?”
“In five years, to get 
this far, I’m blessed, and it’s 
all from the customers,” AJ 
says. “They are the ones 
who give me the success, 
so that’s going to be the 
same thing here. Maybe 
once in a while it might be 
slow, but I’m thinking it’s 
going to be good.” 
Now, Nelson remembers 
how when he grabbed a 
case of Busch Light at AJ’s 
Liquor back in October, he 
wasn’t expecting to have such 
a touching conversation with 
the owner, now a friend. 
Nelson grabbed his receipt, 
said goodbye and opened the 
door to leave, almost with 
tears in his eyes. 
He thought about what 
AJ had said, about how all 
his hard work was so that 
his kids could have a good 
life, and it really put things 
into perspective. 
“It’s not about him. It’s 
about his kids and their 
future. He truly cares about 
them and his customers,” 
Nelson said. “I believe 
100 percent that the only 
reason he runs this bar 
and that store is so that his 
kids can go to college and 
be successful and live the 
American dream.”
